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INTRODUCTION 


To be a Poet is to be a Child at Heart 


Bidyut prabha Devi, widely known in Orissa as an iconic poet 
of the pre-modern period, received the best prize for Children’s 
Litcrature by the Government of India in 1955. She received this 
award for her collection Juhaku Jie. After this distinction, she went 
on to compose many more collections of children’s verse. Mo 
Penkali Bajci De (1960), Gachha Patara (1961), Kahinki Tume 
(1963), Padhutha Hasi Hasi Gadutha (1966) are some of her 
landmark achievements in this genre. 


A number of factors are responsible for the neglect ot children’s 
poetry of Orissa. In the language hierarchy of India, Oriya comes 
fairly low in the cultura! and political ladder. Children’s literature, in 
tum, has enjoyed a marginal existence here. Besides, translation as 
an activity from the regional languages into English came into 
prominence. fairly late, in the nineties of the fast centun- thanks to 
cfiorts of ew ganizations like Katha and the National Door Hust. 


While the publication of Oriya journals and magazines have 
not shown a discemible decline in recent times, the sane cannot be 
said of the Onva reading public, especially the educated sections of 
the population. Here, as in many other provinces, there is a lack of 
patronage of popular genres such as children’s literature. More and 
more, the children of the aspiring elites have timed their back to the 
regional folk/popular tradition of nursery rhymes, nonsense verse, 
songs or poetry for children. The developmentis singularly regrettable: 
not only are the young in Orissa becoming distant and rootless from 
their cultural moonngs, children’s literature of an earlier era is 
threatened today with extinction. It was Dr. J.P. Das, the eminent 
Onva writer, who brought to my attention several years ago. the 
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sad fact that Bidyut Prabha’s award winning Jahakujie was 
commissioned for translation several times, but never saw the light 
of day. 


Verse for children, including nonsense verse, has not been rare 
in Orissa, though it may not have enjoyed as widespread influence 
inmodem time as its counterpart in the neighboring Bengal. Sukumar 
Rays’s Abol Tabo/ may not have an exact equivalent in the Oriya 
‘Nana Baya’. Nevertheless, we do have our own versions of what, 
J.P. Das described as Alukuchi - Maluwkuchi or Ana Bana. As 
Sumanyu Satpathy, one of the leading Oriya critics of nonsense verse, 
indicates,! there are similar expressions in other language too. 
Malayalam uses the word Asambandham, an antonym of the 
Sanskrit word Sambandham. In Kannada U.R. Anantha Murthy 
uses the expression Lolalotte that goes back to the 15® century 
Kannada mystic poet Purandara. 


Children’s poetry in Orissa can be traced back, to Koilis or 
Choutissas. As Satpathy suggests, Manbodha Choutisa by Bhakta 
Charan Das comprises songs that have made a great appeal to°% 
the children. Fakir Mohan Senapati and Madhusudan Rao’s 
compositions, both secular and devotional, played a significant role 
in the evolution of children’s poetry in Oriya. 


There were worthy successors of Rao and Senapativ: Nanda 
Kishore Bal’s successful renderings were followed in the later period 
by Upendra Tripathy, Bidyut Prabha Devi, Punya Prabha Devi, 
Maheswar Mohanty, Udayanath Sarangi, Jagannath Mohanty, 
Lakshmi Kanta Mohapatra, Birakishore Das, Kunja Bihari Tripathy, 
Krishna Charan Behera, Dash Benhur and J.P. Das. 


During the sixties and seventies of the last century, poems, songs 
and dance dramas for children regularly appeared in the Sunday 
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sections of Oriya newspapers under Sishu Sahitya, just as the All 
India Radio Cuttack’s Sunday morning program for many decades 
was devoted to children in the form of a hugely popular program 
called Sishu Sansar. 


Bidyut Prabha’s poetry for children was magical and 
spellbinding. Her compositions deftly and imaginatively used many 
aspects of the given traditions; yet, she lent a unique voice to this 
poetry and carved out a path for herself. And thus, while much of 
her poetry in general harbored in them a child’s self or perspective 
and unveiled the hidden psychic dimensions of the child’s world, the 
poems for children she wrote, were marked by a pronounced 
devotional and spiritual ardor. This poetry would belong more aptly 
to the world of the devotional hymns and prayer. The only 
difference perhaps is that prayer here is seen as an icon, an 
inseparable part of the daily life. Indeed, all aspects of life, according 
to Bidyut Prabha, are governed by the all pervasive Divine. Fun, 
play and pranks are not absent in this world. But alt are embraced in 
a joyful manner for the celebration of a life that is uniformly -noble, 
elevating and wholesome. 


Bidyut Prabha’s poetry is replete with the tales and legends of 
the land of Utkal. Heroes, heroines of the region and the nation, the 
endless legends and folktales populate this vast landscape. The 
language here is invariably colloquial and racy. Wit and humor are 
the strength of the poetic repertoire. Children instinctively love rhyme, 
rhythm and melody, and therefore much of this poetry is marked by 
foot tapping music. Alliterations and Onomatopoeia are the poet’s 
special strength. Much of those would clearly be hard to capture in 
an alien tongue like English. 


The child at the centre of Bidyut Prabha’s Universe is a divine 
being. As the poet grows in her thinking and consciousness, her 
conception of the child too undergoes a gradual change. While the 
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early conception envisioned the child in moral and ethical terms and 
therefore stressed on the importance of a healthy life based on 
discipline, a balanced diet and upbringing, the later, poems subsumed 
the moral and the ethical and brought in a growing spiritual approach 
to life. Indeed, in Bidyut Prabha’s case, poetry and life went hand in 
hand! 

TV 


Born as the second daughter of Nimai Charan Das, a well- 
known writer/compiler, and Rekha Devi, Bidyut Prabha (1926- 
1977) was greatly enamored by the natural beauty of her parental 
village, Natra, in Kendrapada district of Onissa. This had an early 
impact on her writings. 


In the village she taught herself grammar. vocabulary, poetic 
idiom and diction. Later she studied at the Ruvenshaw Girls 
School tit! Class TX. Receiving early inspiration from her father’s 
colleague, Krushna Chandra Kar and other mentors such as Radha 
Mohan Gadnayak and Mayadhar Mansingh, Bidyut Prabha began 
her poetic wnting from 1940 onwards. She taught herself Bengali 
and’ English. With her elder sister Basanti she published her first 
collection Sabita (1944). Then followed Aturichika (1948}, 
Utkala Sraswata Pratibha (1946}, Kanakanjali (1948), Bihayasi 
(1949), Bandanika (1950), Swapnadeepa (1951), Jharashiuli 
(1952), Jahakwjie (1953), and Sanchayana (1953). 


In 1949, Bidyut Prabha was married to Panchanan Mohanty 
of Agarapada in the district of Bhadrak/Balasore. From her spouse 
she received a great deal of support in her poetic career and life. 
She is one of the first to write the poetry of married love in Orissa. 
We see this depicted vividly in Jhara Sheuli (1951) and 
Swapnadeepa (1953) in particular. 
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After she became a mother in 1952, Bidyut Prabha wrote poetry 
for children. She continued to write such poetry in later years too. 
Much of this was acclaimed: Mo Penkali Bajei De (1960), Gachha 
Patara (1961], Kahinki Tume (1963), Padhutha Hasi Hasi 
Gadutha (1966). 


Bidyut Prabha’s health broke down in 1966 and she continued 
to suffer from poor health in later years. In early 1960s, she came in 
contact with the philosophy of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother and 
followed the path of Integral Yoga. As a result of this new turn in her 
life, she started writing devotional poetry in early 1970s such as 
Pushpanjali, Jyotishikha, Surjvamukhi, and Mati Pani Pabana. 
She also wrote a novella called Nishwa Jagata and a play called 
Bibalu. She had an untimely death in 1977 after prolonged illness. 


Given her tragic life and outstanding romantic poetry, Bidyut 
Prabha is often compared to the legendary Kuntala Kumar of Orissa. 
She received an award for children’s literature in 1955 from the 
Government of India. In 1962, her poetry collection Sanchayana 
won the Orissa Sahitya Akademi Award. Her collected works were 
later published in 1983. She remains one of the best Oriya women 
poets of the pre-modern period and one of the finest writers of 
Onya literature. 


Vv 


To be a poet for children, and indeed to be a good poet, one 
must be a child at heart! And Bidyut Prabha was truly a child in her 
basic thinking and consciousness. In her childlike simplicity, her 
steadfast faith in the essential goodness of Man, and her belief in 
idealism, she reinvented the notion of childhood. This vision she 
crafted in an inimitable language. It is hard to capture the ‘original’ 
elan, the vitality, the flavor of Bidyut Prabha. And yet, the translator 
must do his best to capture the elusive spirit. Priyadarshi. the 
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translator has done his best. Together, we have gone through several 
drafts. Yet, the work remains essentially his labor of love, so are his 
wonderful illustrations! 


We hope that through these translations the reading public at 
the national level would grasp something of the ineluctable spirit of 
Bidyut Prabha’s poetry, and through her magical words, discover 
the world of the Children’s poetry of Orissa! 


Sachidananda Mohanty 
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TRANSLATOR’S NoTE 


Translating verse poses its own problems. Language, which by 
default is slippery -in translation, becomes more unmanageable. 
Translating Bidyut Prabha was a challenge. How to capture the 
childlike simplicity, the sincerity, and the humour which is evoked 
through verse forms that children love! How to translate the historicity 
of the language and culture that an Odiya reader can feel when 
reading the Odiya poems! Free verse could neither capture its spirit 
nor rhythm. Trying to emulate the verse structures of the Oriya also 
failed. Regular meter sounded trite and without energy. All this was 
discussed with Professor Sachidananda Mohanty and then something 
alittle different was attempted. 

Translators, in spite of all that contemporary theory tells us, 
mentally create a dichotomy between meaning and form, try out 
permutations, and then asses the emergent whole in its totality as a 
new identity - a rebirth. This new ‘body’ attempts to capture 
something of the ‘original.’ This ‘something’ is elusive and difficult to 
put in words. But that is what the translator has attempted. The 
verse form has been used, and yet, it is riot a copy of the original 
and often -it is irregular. To a great extent what has been attempted 
in ‘translating the verse form’ is its ‘energy’ - the cadence of its 
rhythm. 

Something else has also been attempted - translating words 
into pictures. Bidyut Prabha’s poems create vivid images of 
childhoods. Both the acts of reading and verbal translation have 
always created images within my mind. So an attempt has been 
made here to capture those images in lines and shades. Yet they 
have been translated (for illustration is another kind of translation) 
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in order to give scope for details. For children’s imagination are 
vivid and the details and colours must be left to their imaginations. 


Many drafts and readings were completed and, thanks to the 
insights and suggestions of Professor Mohanty, the translation of 
many of the poems finally emerged with illustrations, which in a certain 
sense, are to be considered a part of translation as they attempt to 
create an atmosphere, a starting points for young minds to wander 
off into their own creative and imaginative spaces. 


At the end, I humbly acknowledge the limits of translations, for 
they also involve interpretations, transformations, and in the end fail 
to do many things that the original did. Bidyut Prabha’s Odiya 
poems. selected here, read beautifully in Odiya. If there are any 
shertcomings in the English ones. they entirely reflect my own 
limitations. 


Priyadurshi Patnaik 
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I: Tales and Narratives 
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THE HUNGRY BEAR 


The fiery clouds coughed — kos, kos, 
The fuming wind cried — woosh, woosh. 


Ma was off to her father’s house; 
Alone the kids were scared as a mouse 


Kannha, Lakhhi’s brother young, 
Waited for Ma all day long. 


Lakhhi said, ‘My heart trembles, 
How pass this night of troubles?” 


Both, with faces in a pillow, 
Prayed God, the Mighty Fellow. 


A bear stood at the door-front — 
And thought “This is the chance I want. 


Should I let this fortune go 
My wife will scream, scratch and crow. 


Anyway my belly screams 
On seeing such delicious things.” 


With a sly plan in his mind 
He searched the sky and sniffed the wind. 


The storm was rushing by afar 
The night was making a loud roar. 


Rain spattered the hungry bear 
As he shouted, ‘‘Open the door! 


15 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


In this chill I am catching a fever 
Please, open the door for your mother!” 


Nakhln , as if still dreaming, 
Went up to the door saying, 


“Mother, how could you come 
In this wild wind and storm? 


Worrying ‘bout you in this gale 
We had dozed off for a while.” 


“Nakhhi, your mother has come 
Even in this cold and storm...” 


Again the bear: ‘I tremble all over 
Please, give me some thick cover.” 


Kannha, guessing it was some ailment 
Anxiously searched for the legs — bent! 


The bear was quick, “Thanks a lot 
There’s no need to press that spot. 


The fever makes my head spin round 
Make no noise, leave some space around.” 


Nakhlyi said, “Complaints won’t do 
The day’s passed waiting for you.” 


Saying so both pressed his feet 
Vying to please and compete. 


“What evil’s befallen us! 
Why! Your legs are hair and fuzz! 


16 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


“Will this dark night never end?” 
In fear their hearts beat and strained. 


Groping they found a limb for leg 
Rushed off from the house in dread. 


Once outside the door they closed 
“Please come, help,” they quickly called. 


Licking in hunger its red mouth 
The bear could only scratch and shout: 


“O, where, Nakhhi, did you go 
On seeing on legs long hairs grow? 


“O where are you, Kanhha, my son? 
See, all my thick fuzz is gone!” 
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THE CLEVER QUACK 


The great king said: Oh mybelly 

It hurts a lot 
Squeeze some lemon quick, hurry 

Bring a pot. 
The minister said: The Lord’s belly 

Has fire raging! 
When he listened he could hear 

Sounds like nuts cracking 
In the queen’s chamber the maids’ quarters 

Loud the uproar 
Strutting peacock — our great king 

Rolled on the floor. 
The queen said: “O general 

Rush away and bring 
Sarbaroga Our doctor 

From his building.” 
Quick to his horse Obedient general 

Cracking a whip strong 
Like the wind the horse galloped 


Road after road long. 
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The happy king 


Grated-coconut 


Sugar candy 


Along with crisp 


The doctor came 


Belly trouble! 


The clever quack 


Quick as lightning 


Looking at 


Powdered herbs 


The medicine 


Wonderful! 


a rainy day 
Had this craving great 


and puffed rice 
The sweet arrangement. 


milk and sweet 
Joined the congregation 


hot puffed rice — 
This the celebration. 


checked his pulse 
Smoothly running 


All symptoms 
Were jointly singing. 


with some research 
Found the cause below 


he made his plans 
To give the illness a blow. 


some lone puffed rice 
On the soft bed 


to one strong dose 
Quickly he allotted. 


matched the disease — 
Swift the action 


was the sound of 
Great admiration. 
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The king in wonder 


A real doctor 


From inside 


A descendant 


The minister happy 


A golden chain 


Magic charmed 


Great the doctor 


looked at him 
In quiet approval — 


not a quack 
Could cause this removal! 


the queen softly said 
“Great this doctor 


or a son of the great 
Dhanantar!”! 


the kind happy 
The queen's heart swelled 


as reward from the quack’s 
Neck trailed. 


the ghost in the belly 
Couldn’t tarry long 


great the action 
Of the herbs strong. 


' Dhanantari, a famous doctor of ancient times. 
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WHOIS THE REAL FOOL! 


It was evening — grandfather sat 
With his little grandson and said, 
“Tell me dear how am I 
To your grandma related? 


“Name your village,” said old Grandpa 
“In which district is your house?” 

Grandson sat quietly stared back 
Then he let out some wild howls. 


Grandpa angry argued strongly, 

“You learn ‘horse’s eggs’ at school! 

Only training at how to wrestle 
Or fight like Bhim without a rule.” 


Then he paused thought a little 
And asked, “Tell me little one 
From hundred what is left if 


Forty-five gold coins are gone? 


What can you tell of multiples — 
Whatis seventeen into seven?” 

Soft was his grandson’s response 
“Pm in school only months ten.” 


Grandpa said, “In school they teach 
God knows what rotten thing! 
You only leam how to retort 


Or absolutely nothing!” 
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He said again with a pause, 
“Come, give it a thought 

In which season does crop ripen 
In which month rice-crop is cut? 

How many months to a year 
And how many are the seasons? 

Without study how do you pass, 
With what unfair means!” 


Explained the boy to the old man, 
“Wait Grandpa, I am a mere child!” 

‘What do you learn? Rot and be gone,” 
The grandfather went wild. 


The boy reflected paused a moment 
Then ran out very quickly, 
Book in hand into Grandpa’s room 


He ran back as swiftly. 


“Hello Grandpa, charlatan teacher —”’ 
He asked in English, ““What’s your name? 

Amused Grandpa laughed aloud 
Atthis new “English” game. 

“Why are you quiet, quick, think English 
Rack your old and mature brain. 

My reading poor you say, but yours? 
Without English, all in vain!” 
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THEN WHAT CAME TO PASS... 
Now, listen, my dear son — 
Then what came to pass ... 
Now don’t you open your mouth like an ass! 
Once upon a time there was 


A stuttering girl dark in complexion 

Named Bed-wetter, for she had that sad malfunction, 
Her father a scoundrel, mother a thief 

And her two sisters quarrelsome due to grief. 

When Bed-wetter grew up, turned sweet sixteen 
Her mother’s smile died and she became thin. 
Furious she was with her daughter... 


Now don’t again open your mouth like an ass! 
Listen, my son 
Thus is what came to pass ... 


Odd-job man, vagabond, a hunter wearing skin, 
He hunted, ate wild meat, and he was strong and lean — 
Rarely would you find such a greedy man 

A bird he would clean, even feather and bone. 
Bed-wetter’s father wedded her to him . 

When she left, grandma’s eyes with tears did brim: 
“Oh my beloved moon faced Bed-wetter 

In in-laws’ keep things clean — make no litter 

But cook badly and serve much as you can, 

Then eat the leftover food of the unhappy man. 
That way you will always have food 

By cooking badly and eating good.” 
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There was so much sorrow for this young lass! 
Listen, my son 
This is what came to pass ... 


To eat food from the hands of his beloved 

Came home the hunter through raging storm dread, 
Brought soft meat home to his sweet Bed-wetter 

With thought of hot food his mouth was water. 

Equal to the task, Bed-wetter cut the meat and started 
When from nowhere grandma’s words came to her head 


Don’t you open your mouth, wide-eyed 
Listen, son 
This is what happened ... 


Bif, bam, on Bed-wetter’s back the blows fell 
Three days passed and she was still not well! 
On salt turmeric, spice and onion 

From her mother-in-law she received a sermon 
In one dose the cook in her became nipe 

As his ma tried hard to make her a better wife. 


Then what came to pass? 
Asked the son, eyes wide open. 
Still awake, you’ll get a lash, 
Said the angry mother, 

All her efforts undone. 
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MATHURI DAS 
“Just amoment, Mathuri Das! 


Whatis this tucked in your dhoti? 
Let me see... 

Opium, snuff 

Or some such stuff? 

If snuff, give a bit 

Today, the body is all sore 

Asif by a truck hit.” 

Mathur said with relief, 

“Itis not snuff 

But rolled beetle-leaf 

That I have here stuffed. 

Snuff! Sour or salty 

Or some such taste faulty? 
Idon’t know. 

Never touched it! 

But beetle, that somehow 

Is different — 

For I have spent 

A life time harvesting it 

A roll in mouth and work is swift. 
When I go to the village fair 
Tucked under the arm is a pack — 
Rolled leaves of beetle. 

Without that bundle 


The three worlds are dark!” 
I said, ‘Uncle, 

You are old. 

Time to wrap 

A thread around this bundle. 
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Soon will come cough and cold, 

So make a habit of some new stuff — 
Why not Snuff? 

If you know its secret 

You will sell your house or steal 

For just a small packet. 

Smoking and beetle are no mean drugs. 
Addicts, they will make of you 

And all savings tum to rags. 

But now, snuff — 

It is cheap 

So why think! 

Why not take the leap? 

Of the nine grand flavours old 

This is pure gold. 

What iad, what old man 

All seek its favour, man!” 


The next day Mathuri Das, 
On his way to the weekly fair 
Met me, and quick as a flash, 
said, 

“Come, come, 

Share a little of that dust? 

If it is as good as you say 
Then Imust 

Of my business make this 
The mainstay. 

Lastnight 

In the faint light 

On my cot of woven rope 

I have thought a lot. 

If I set up a shop 

Ofthis stuff 

My last days will I spend 
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in peace and quiet 

Waiting for a dignified end. 

This will be a great addiction, 
Imean a great attraction 

Good for my business transaction.” 


Isaid, 

“Then try a little first 

Dear Uncle Das 

It is the best — Mumbai-class!” 
One pinch and one pull 

And Mathuri Das sneezed on 
Howling like a bull. 


At the end he paused a little and said, 
“Who will be like my beetle-leaves red 
Loyal like the Pandava brothers — 
While your snuff, oh bother, 

Like Draupadi — 

Only from a distance good to see. 


The box of snuff 

Looked at Das rolling with cough 
And said, 

“Lucky that you escaped! 

1, with my addiction 

Many a man has undone. 

In matters of habit 

This is a rare treat. 

Don’t go by my small size. 


It is pretty easy to get enamored, 
To escape you must worship God.” 
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THE MONKEY AND THE MAN 


A monkey was perched on a branch 
Ready with a banana brunch 

As a farmer began to plough the rice-bed 
With a bowl of tasty rice as cool as ice 


Waiting in an umbrella’s shade. 
When one is very hungry 

One loses all common sense. 

The monkey climbed down the tree 
And gulped down the rice 


In the farmer’s absence. 

One’s skin burned red in the hot sun, 

The farmer's throat was dry. 

The bowl was empty, the umbrella gone — 
He gave an angry cry. 


In no time did he understand, 

When he saw a monkey on the branch, 
Who had a hand 

In this act. 

He gathered his facts — 

The monkey’s prank stank. 

In his mind fury built up, 

He screamed at the primate, “stop!” 
The monkey guffawed, 

“Brother, you are in trouble, 

Sorry, eat these bananas or you’re dead.” 
The man was hungry, 

This was no time to be angry. 

So the farmer gulped down 

The bananas ripe, yellow and brown. 
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But the moment his hunger receded 
He started seeing red. 

Evil thoughts of all kinds 

Came to his mind. 

“Hey, bring back my rice bawl!” 
Full of energy rang his call. 


When in storm in a sinking boat 
One even grabs at straw. 

Sitting on the prow 

You don’t search for this or that, 
You simply row! 

The monkey was ready with a retort. 
“Why should I for you brood? 
For games I am in no mood. 
My ripe bananas are inside you 
Your rice bowlis within me. 
Quick, let’s exchange the two. 
Give me my bananas nice, 

And I will vomit all your rice.” 


The man quickly understood 

The monkey was in a bad mood — 

He felt silly and so laughed, 

“Be happy with what you’ ve got 

Both of us have our bellies stuffed.” 

The monkey paused and blinked at the farmer — 
“Now I know you aren’t a dolt. 

Good thinking, good thinking, brother!” 
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FLY-EXPERT 
“Behind every disease 
The fly’s presence! — 
This is a theory that makes sense. 
Catarrh, cough, cold or diarrhea 
The flies are behind all the bacteria,” 


Said the self-proclaimed fly-expert 
Wearing a doctor’s white coat. 


“Ifonly I can find one medicine 

1 would give one dose and 

The whole world would be clean. 
Nothing is impossible! — 

I will try till death to make this achievable. 


There is nothing else for me 

Day or night, darkness or light — 

This day I give myself to this noble fight. 
On flies books and pamphlets I will scribe 
Destroy and kill them till I am ripe. 


“Black flies, red flies, flies of every colour 
Will I wipe out till there are no more. 
“Without them earth will be disease-free 

I believe with this you will all strongly agree! 
[shall be the king of doctors 

Of quacks the teacher 

Once I get a dose of this drug proper.” 
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The word spread, ‘“‘fly-killing expert,” 

And started everyone on a cleaning spurt — 
Poring phenyl and bleaching powder 

And white-washing all except the floor, 
Coating earthen houses with fine mud 
People went about in agreement 

After one look at his advertisement. 


As the days passed languidly 

The cleaning activity died slowly. 

The flies proliferated 

Their families propagated 

Until children in pain tossed on bed. 
Still no medicine had the “‘fiy-kaller” 
And so he was the object of laughter 
And stopping the plague became 

A serious matter — 

Diarrhea, vomiting without respite 
And the expert was at the end of his wit. 


So if you keep your houses clean 

Diseases will never be seen. 

Inside and outside always keep aseptic 

And disease and sorrow you can cast off with a kick. 
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FOUNTAIN BABU 
“Brother Nakhia, 
Where to so early 
Are you off eagerly? 
Even the crow is asleep 
The day is about to creep 
And you are all dressed up 
Like a fop!” 


Nakhia Mohanty 

When it came to academics 

Was a man-donkey mix 

A-B-C-Dtohim 

Were Greek. 

But English words from his mouth 

Mixed with local dialects would always sprout. 


Nakhia said a little flustered, 
“Do you think it is my marriage offer 
For which I am on the road? 


Father went with Typhoid 

Mother lost her head. 

Because my pulse is flying like a lark 
Tam going to that Bengali quack. 


Rupees hundred on medicines I spent 
What I eamed that way went 

Dr. Mukherjee is my destination 

For the administration of an injection 
But then I don’t have his fees 

Soit’s his mercy what he gives. 
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A doctor is like our god Sani 
Appeased only on receipt of money. 


When he sees the poor 
He shows the door 

The rich get the armchair, 
As for the middle-class 
He doesn’t care.” 


The doctor was washing his hand 
So he paused and said, 

“I et me dictate, you write longhand 
Your name and date my lad 

On that white notepad.” 


For one with a fountain pen in pocket 
Nakhia Mohanty was being very late. 
“Laximkant” conjoined letters — 
Atthis thought of writing them 

His blood turned to water. 

When he tried to recollect 

His first book of alphabet 

The effort was too much 

And his forehead was wet. 


The doctor wiped his hands 
And waited 

As Nakhia gasped and sweated. 
The nurse said —“‘fine my boy,” 
The attendant gave a smile coy. 


So Mr. Nakhia Mohanty the illiterate 
Shamed, head down, 

Hiding his fountain pen 

Came back home straight. 
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BROTHER MADHIA 


Our brother Madhia, you know! 

On his lips, never the word, “no.” 

In fish oil he fries his fish 

Words he shines with lie-polish. 

Very benevolent our Madhu, you know, 
Not in his horoscope the word, “no.” 
When his master taught him, 

After the first letter, the second 


Went beyond his scheme. 

Never could he master the meaning of multiple 
Neither through rod nor through school. 
Never again did Madhu tread 

The premises of his school — 

Today loose motion, then constipation 

This became the rule. 


Even before he was born 
His father was gone 

So holding his sister’s hand 
He first treaded the farmland. 


Whose cow ate the crop? 

At Madhu’s door all would stop. 
Who cleaned up the tree of guava? 
On Madhu’s back boiled the lava. 
Whoever had a plea 

Could have Madhu’s back for free. 
Atrelatives’ advice he would flee 
Angnily bite red chili. 

If sister worried about his belly 

In a moment his wrath and fury 
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She would see. 

How will you make a living brother? 
He would retort, 

Let me starve, don’t bother. 


Ninety nine lies out of a hundred 
Madhu in a day mostly said. 

But then, Madhu, settling all one day 
Left the village, 

Quietly went away. 

He ale oe 

Ten years passed by. 

Mr. Madhusudan dropped by one day. 


Madhu Babu the literate 

On his back marks of old beatings obdurate. 
Madhu Babu of Kolkata city 

The old liar is now truthful and witty. 
Yesterday abused, today praised 

In tatters then 


Butnow 

In suit and braid. 

While feeding him roasted fish 

His sister told in a trembling voice 
How it had been her wish 

To meet him again 

Before she went to heaven. 
Brother-in-law patted him on the back 
And complemented, great work! 
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The old men said, well-done 

The old hags asked, “How is our son?” 
The world said together, ‘‘O eaming 
Everyone’s yearning 

We bow to you. 

In whoever’s pocket you reside 

He earns favour far and wide.” 
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II: Lullabies and Short Poems 
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ROCK ME AS MUCH AS YOU CAN 


Rock me as much as you can 
Just don’t drop me on anyone. 


The swing croaks like an old frog 
The rat’s gone with grandma’s robe. 


Hearing this sad news 
Grandpa has blown his fuse. 


Now of grandpa’s rocking chair 
The cat is the brand new heir. 


The frog’s playing trumpet 
In tune with crickets’ racket. 


Tired of rocking the wide-eyed child 
Mother now weaves some new tales wild. 


The jackals now make a loud ruckus 
Tangled in some wild thorny herbs. 


On the Neem tree beans have sprouted 
The horse an egg in water has laid. 


What has the great Almighty done! 
Rock me till the setting of the sun. 


As much as mother pleads 
“Go to sleep my child” 


Why should the boy go to sleep? — 
His squeals only grow more wild! 
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NAUGHTY CHILDREN 


God knows where he hides! 

Heis a naughty boy. 

But given a chance, a fish-thieving cat, 
He gives a jump of joy. 


He opens and swallows 

A bottle of tonic — 

Sweet and yummy, cool for the tummy 
Its taste is so unique! 


Always on her toes is 

A mother with four young kids — 

“Grab his shoes, stop her, hey there she goes” 
Or there’ll be more misdeeds. 


On their backs blows resound, 

They chatter for long days 

But that’s not a bother, the fed-up father 
Gives up, screams then prays. 


Her checks have dried up — 

Foris the mother safe? 

As nemesis descends, grandparents 
Lose their heads, turn deaf. 


“Who spilled the kerosene?” 

Who ate dirt, who broke glass?” 
“Dented the floor and painted the walls 
With oily bluish splash?” 
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Someone spills food all over 

The other tears a book, 

Or steals milk and curd from the larder, 
‘Where are you, you crook?” . 


Ink on dress, colour tattoo — 

Everyday, rebuke their due, 

And if grandma accosts, she get a snarl, 
“Who the devil are you?” 


“A glass jar full of them! — 

Who stole the nuts and raisins!” 
Broken glass now lies with trash 
Quietly hidden like sins. 


What a sound thrashing — 

For the thief gets caught. 

But who gets it scorching like the sun 
Without any fault? 


One of them hollers loud, 

Another is hurt and screams 

While the newbom baby lies and cries 
In her bed of dreams. 

The mother cries in regret 

After some beating, 

Sobs and frets, sorry and distrait 

And goes without eating. 


Grandma strokes their smarting backs — 
The storm finally calms 

The guiltless kids know no misdeeds 
And blink at caressing palms. 
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What's that father has got! 

Now he’s back from office — 

A rubber bal! that rolls, pipe, knife 
And a snake that can hiss! 


In someone’s lips a toy pipe — 

The rewards for her crime! 

Someone claps, someone his arms flaps 
And sings a nonsense rhyme. 
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SOMNOLENCE 


Munching some puffed rice in her gum-less mouth 
In the evening comes Steep — that hag uncouth. 


Alert, sharp, she enters all our houses 
And just one touch — our pain vanishes. 


Soft and quiet, patting the low dusk to sleep 
She sits on a branch and plans out her trip. 


What charmed dust does she throws on everyone! 
One cannot help it — out comes a big yawn. 


Is there anything more sweet than sweet sleep 
That is intoxicating like wine deep! 


When the baby gets up from deep nipe sleep 
Happy is he and then he will never weep. 


In stormy weather into slumber go 
And get up refreshed and with a warm glow. 


If angrily she once abandons you, 
Not a wink will you get till moming dew. 


If one is woken from young sleep eager 
You will see the man act like a tiger. 


If when young I was very obstinate, 
Mother sang ‘“‘Come O my child’s sleepmate. . 


Oh, with what love did my mother sing! 
Ican, even today, hear its sweet ning. 
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THE TREE AND THE CREEPER 


Tree 


Sister Creeper, Sister Creeper 
What are you doing? 

Why like a worm on the ground 
Are you groveling? 


Creeper 

[am frightened of your great height 
How will I go up? 

Dear brother — give your hand, 
[wall clutch it and jump. 


Tree 

My arms are all stretched upwards, 
Ihave but one foot. 

Have you gone blind in the day? 
Can't you sce this root! 


Creeper 

Iam crawling up so slowly, 
Please be my support. 

We will form a close friendship 
And laugh, joke and sport 
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Tree 

O Sister Creeper, don’t tell me 
You might leave me. 

Hold tight to my neck and I 
Will reply lovingly. 


Creeper 

Look, can you see the new bride 
Who, trembles all in fear, 

Move your arms a bit and hear 
Her shy and soft whisper. 


Tree 

Let her stay or run away 

You must stay with me. 

In your soft voice, sing a song, 
And make my day of glee. . 


Creeper 

Winter is gone, then sweet spring, 
Angry is summer, 

Why does the wind thrash so, 
And hiss and murmur? 


Tree 
He is jealous, cannot bear us 
And our happiness 
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That’s why he is winding up, 
Trying to make a mess. 


Creeper 


Let the world go its way, 
Please do not leave me. 


Tree 
O creeper, dear sister, 
You stay close to me. 
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THE CRYING BABY 


See, how you open your mouth this wide 
And scream like a wolf on the river-side! 


The impish deer that to her in-laws?’ went 
Will come running unless you keep silent. 


See, our moon uncle is getting married, 
On his way back he’ll get nuts and fruit bread. 


Look, the bat is flying into the forest 
And will bring back mangoes to your taste. 


The small bird is flying to see Puri’s Lord 
Will bring Jagannath’s prashad if you re good. 


Don't cry, the wild elephant is staring. 
The dark clouds, startled, are like you crying. 


Uncle will get you a red toy car 
If you’re quiet when he’s back from the fair. 


From Cuttack we’ll get umbrella and shoe 
Grandpa will take you to Calcutta zoo. 


However much mother pleads, ‘““O my jewel, please sleep, 
Why should her son sleep! Only gives a louder shriek. 
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BIRD TEACHER 


The Sparrow said “mother 
give me slate and chalk 
To Blackbird’s place I shall go, study, 
not talk.” 
Deep in the woods on the cotton tree-top 
a school. 
Each of free will comes to this school 
without rule. 
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WHY ON DIRT YOU PLAY? 


Why on dirt you play, O kids, 
why on dirt you play? 

In dusty play moming, noon 
and your entire day? 

From dirt you make your temples 
rice with dirt you cook. 

Digging dirt you make your pond 
and your little brook. 

Walking on dirt playing with it 
Dirt-red your bodies. 

Thus dirt your hue with it you play 
the fests of Holies. 

Your fathers pick the best of shirts 
from the marketplace 

Your mothers say they are t-i-r-e-d 
cleaning up your dress. 

The day you make dirt stranger 
for fear of abuse 

That night you dream at some distance 


your own red dirt house. 
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Jump and leap and draw on dirt 
- this is your small game. 

Look at these small cute young kids — 
deep down all the same. 

Upon dirt bloom flowers of red, 


brown, pale and grey. 


Upon this dust children’s play — 
a yellow butterfly. 

The lap of dust feels better 
than one’s mother’s lap 

Is that why on dust you roll 
flip and jump and flap? 

Dirt knows all — your hands and feet 
the feel of your heart. 

And you are beloved kids 
of this dry red dirt. 

A heap of toys can’t replace 
this play upon dust 

Mother says, “Naughty boy 


is this play a must?” 

Father says, “Can’t know you 
after this dust and mud.” 

And deep within calls Lord Krishna — 
That dark and dusty God. 
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Themes and Rhymes 
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EXERCISES IN SOUND 


Small babies squeal: koin koin. 
Tiny lambs bleat, mein mein. 


Sounds of birds and insects are thin. 
Something like this —ch-in ch-in. 


The goats bleat soft — arr mein arr mein. 
The cows bellow — humman humman. 


The dog, ears erect, barks bhow bhow. 
The bull’s impatient - hakud girdaw! . 


Hein hein hein, brays the young stallion. 
The mare says, kir kir in unison. 


The monkey makes a face, says khi khi. 
The cat says, meaw; the mice chi chi. 


The duck says chuck chuk, shows its red throat. 
Somewhere in the bush blackbirds?’ calls float. 


The frog says cluck, grasshopper jhin. 
The bee says humm, the fly sings zzin. 


The car goes pom pom, rail dham dham. 
The bike’s whoooosh shatters the calm. 


The plane flies overhead bhoorooom. 
The bullock cart’s bells ring tung tung . 
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The palanquin bearers says, 
Hakum babu, chalo re bhai. 


Silence! - slow or quick, drag or shove, 
Silent, that is the way Time does move. 


67 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


CRYINGAND WAILING 


The newbom cries kuan 
The child cries koin 


The truant boy howls 
The pampered girl 


In shame, under stress 
But cry nonstop 


When leaving her home 
The stubbom child to cry 


The princess sobs 
Women to cry need 


When tears swell up 
But too much show 


While beating their heads 
The saints have cried for us 


in the labour room. 
on mother’s bosom. 


on getting a beating. 
sniff-sobs without eating. 


the new sweet bride cries. 
and your head almost fries. 


the bride loudly wails. 
every chance hails. 


sleeping on her jeweled bed. 
Just a tiny thread. 


you end with puffed-up eyes. 
then you know they are lies. 


some cry on and on 
since ages gone. 
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CALM AND COMPOSED 


Soft the wind 
to the limb — 
like mother’s caress, 
Soft the stream, 
the boat moves 
onits own business. 
The soft strain 
of sweet tune — 
honey to the ear, 
The soft trot 
of the child: 
what joy, oh dear! 
Soft the words 
that calm down 
men the world over, 
Soft the pond 
where lilies bloom 
sweet their flavour. 
Soft Nature 
with her magic 
pulls all our hearts 
Work done with 
unstill mind, 


trouble attracts. 
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Soft the breeze, 
moming waves, 
how neat their dance! 
A slow current 
is my life, 
quiet my soft presence. 


70 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


THE NOTES: SAA REE GAA MAA 


Saa ree gaa maa dhaa ni Six. 
Some curd with rice flattened mix. 


The tune is great fun to hear, 
Crunchy these gram shoots, O my dear! 


Oh, great fun this fine music; 
The snake cocks its ears — magic! 


More addictive than one’s sleep, 
The sound of saa ree gaa maa — deep! 


Gaa gaa maa maa dhaa dhaa saa 
Uncle brother, son and Ma. 


It leads the mind to quietness — 
A world where all din ceases. 


With the cat the mouse can play. 
Saa gaa maa paa dhaa ni ree. 
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Night’s caress 
The heart yearns 
Soft words pour 


The soft moon 
Scorchus all 
If no sun? 
Like the sun 
The world wall 


SOFT AND SILKY 
silky wind 
for soft bed 
honeyed drink 


— silver saucer 
rightontime 

— earth would sleep 
if I’m strong, 
Join this feast 
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delightful! 
warm and full. 
down the 
throat. 
bums bright. 
— sun’s style. 
all the while. 
good to all, 
of affection. 
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WORD AND TALES 


What tales? ~-the fat she-frog’s tales. 
Words now spread their young tendnils. 


Wise words are all words’ gist 
The rest is a line in the mist. 


My words - like moralizing? 
But they’re good for head-cleaning. 


Dry words can’t even cook grass. 
Sharp quick words like angry lash. 


Shifty words: root of quarrels. 
So don’t huff at some wild tales. 


Household words down the drain wash. 
Don’t utter biting words harsh. 


Caressing words can melt wood. 
Slandering words sting real good. 


Unsalted words yield nothing. 
And gossip? —- Such a bad thing! 


Big houses - slippery talk. A!l silent but you know the bulk. 
Profound words: source of all words. 


Don’t lose peace o’er evil words. 
Waste no time on useless lore. 
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Deep words lie beyond the ore. 


Sweetened talk — the world’s darling. 
Smooth talk, its eldest offspring. 


Uneven talk — needle’s scratch. 
Sharp words are like lime on rash. 


Gossips ripe, the work of rogues. 
Chew on it like mangy dogs. 


Moral tales — elephant’s tooth. 
In crisis it keeps its truth. 


Too many tales and you have doubts. 
Rumors speed by diverse routes. 


A little water, lots of sound. 
A little talk howls like a hound! 


The heart’s words, to it is known, 
Funny words: jewels in the crown. 


Incomplete words stretch farther. 
But sharpened words eat the liver. 


Pounding words like a brand’s mark. 
Shameful words sting like a spark. 


The deaf’s talk his mother knows. 
Stunning talk — flashes then goes. 


Chidren’s tate to a child is dear. 
All past talk, in the end — manure. 
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Fantastic tales grandma tells 
The silent sage wisdom mulls. 


Harsh talk, the hunter’s pigeon, 
The marked one it can hit and stun. 


The silent man’s secret dread 
If you know, it spins your head. 


The one who big words generates 
Him, Earth never tolerates. 


Small in size but big lus talk. 
In body, mind pain he suffers. 


Words that are soothing and warm — 
Make you tide over the storm. 


The quarrelsome search for threads in words 
The wise glean the gist from the pods. 
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RICE AND RICE-WATER 


O Rice, O rice-and-water 
You are mans second mother. 


Just one day without some rice 
And you are like melting ice. 
In this world of great anguish 
Nothing matches grief for rice. 
The one whom rice seeks to ail 
At others’ doors he begs without fail 
Throwing to wind one’s own shame 
One begs around for rice grain. 
Toy cooker seed of tamarind 
The child cooks with engrossed mind. 
Others’ nice is juicy and hot 
Eat a little and add a lot. 
Rice-water and baked fish 
For what else can one really wish? 
Steaming-rice alittle ghee 
Your body like oak tree. 
Boiled rice alittle cream 
Of dal you need not dream. 
Raw rice mixed with some thick curd — 
Your belly hangs out a yard. 
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Hotrice and curry of fish 


Father and son fight to finish. 
Palama sag with red rice coarse 
Lady Laxmi to her lord serves. 
Thin cold rice is bad for health 
Eat and eat and meet your death. 
Study well — get rice and milk 
Don’t study and get a kick. 
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WET AND MUSHY 


Wet mushy earth really feeds up 
the green banana farm. 

When you’re hungry with a dry tongue 
who bothers about whom? 

The head is wet, sprouts intellect, 
the song wets the dry lip. 

Around wet food even strangers 
build their new friendship. 

A wet towel covers the head — 


good for the sun. 


On days of fast a dry parched throat, 
and half your life is gone. 

Sticky wet head for lice in hair 
is like a day of feast. 

A wet belly empty and thin 
Make you thrash like a beast. 

On raging noons on the wet earth 


one feels like one could stretch. 


Upon sultry limbs a whiff of breeze 
feels like a sandal wreath. 
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Facing the wind with some wet wood, 
cooking is great fun. 


Sharp sour dish with cool fries 
to eat is great fun. 


If all wet you come to bed 
then Cough becomes your friend. 


But if your hand is wet with cash 
friends tide in sans end. 
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IV: The Ideal Child 
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A CHILD LIKE ME 


Iam one in a million! 

Exhaust your books, search history, 
No scope for comparison — 

You won’t find a child like me. 


Ma says, Iam a bright jewel, 
Father says I’m a gay hero, 
Grandpa calls me a ‘golden gem”, 
Grandmother says, “nice fellow.” 


Take just one look at my face, 
And you know I am the good sort 
I don’t cry, don’t harm a fly — 

In fun none do I ever hurt. 


I listen to my mother’s words 
When I study, play or scamper, 
For although I am very good 
1am scared of father’s temper. 
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WHAT SHALL I BE IN MY LIFE! 


One sunny day I ask, 
When I grow up what'll be my goal 
What my task? 


I, Gandhi-like 
For the happiness of all shall 
Give up my life; 


As Aurobindo 
To make earth heaven, on God’s path 
Will Ithen go; 


Ramakrishna 
1 will be, spread the breeze of fame 
Fresh, soothing, aglow. 


Clean and distill 
Like Vivekananda, our minds 
Ofall that’s ill. 


Like Jayadev? 
I will enchant all in poesy, 
Its magic wave; 


Like Bazi Rout’ 
To serve my country and its dreams 
Tear my heart out; 


2 
- Famous Vaisnava saint of the 16 century AD. 
Patriot from Orissa who gave up his life during the freedom struggle. 
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Don't think me young — 
Like him who built Konark’s summit 
Iam very strong; 


What use this birth 
Unless there be noble will to serve 
Beloved Earth! 
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WHEN I GET UP 


“Cock a doodle doo!” screams the cock 
And wakes the crow angry and in a shock. 
When all the birds make an uproar, 

I know it’s time for meto stir. 

The East then looks acute pink hue. 
The eyes take in the faint day’s dew. 
Along with Sun [also wake, 

For all my work a moment I take. 
Moming sunlight and breeze to lull; 
How delightful for the soul. 

I go to school always ahead, 
Early to rise and quick to bed. 
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HOW I SMILE 


When I hear some funny tale, 

I close my eyes and giggle. 

When relatives and friends come 
A polite smile— my welcome. 
When with father and brother, 
My smile is still tinier. 

When with teachers I don’t smile 
For fear of rod that stings a while. 


I always have a smiling face — 

Not giggle or grin but grace. 

When in front of a mirror, 

Peal my smile, yet soft as feather. 

If something is really funny, 

Who can pause and stop one’s glee? 
I laugh as much as required, 

Within limits, nothing weird. 
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HOW I CRY 


One harsh word on my ears — 
And you cannot stop my tears. 
Soft round pearls, down they roll 
Until on the ground they fall. 


I cry softly and slowly, 

If father speaks angrily. 

Tears stream like liquid gold 
When I hear my mother’s scold. 


When I see small bare bodies — 
Poor children on swift roadsides, 
My soul is tormented so 

I can’t stop my tears’ flow. 


When someone is in distress, 
My eyes wet, I feel the stress. 
His tears mingle with mine 
And his tears become mine. 
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WHOM I WORSHIP 


I don’t play at worship with rocks or stones, 
Offering dust, sand, leaves or seeds and cones. 


At home are two gods - father and mother; 
Happy or sad, I turn to none other. 


I respect their words, I do as they say. 
At their holy feet my head do I lay. 


If they are happy then God is content; 
My fame will grow — my name free from taint 


Let the dust of their feet with me remain, 
1 pray to them like God for ever, amen. 
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WHAT I THINK 


Iadmit, I am a child, a mere boy 
But this world I will rebuild one day. 
Wearing a pilot’s blue uniform 

This beautiful world I shall roam. 


Sometimes I wish to sail far away 

And come back one bright glorious day — 
Rich and enchanting, on a great ship 
Exploring the blue seas, far and deep 


Then I think, no, I'll be mighty Agun, 
Fight with a magic bow, no mere gun, 
And give battle to my country’s foes 
Till She’s free and the enemy goes. 


At the end I say, not these paths, no — 
On a less trodden path I must go. 
Like the Buddha I must seek and wait, 
To meet the Lord I must meditate. 
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MY FATHER’S ANGER 


I fear my father a great deal, 
And do all things as per his will. 
Ido not smile in his presence, 
Afraid to try his forbearance. 


If I play a prank or I rant, 

Then his name in great fear I chant. 
But why this stern exterior? — 

So that I have a good future. 


Without control if 1 drift on, 

It will get ruin for his young son. 

In our happiness he finds joys. 
Even saints had fathers when boys! 


Father’s scolding and his rod 

Will show you your life’s road. 

The boy or girl who missed its sting 
May lose her way through pampering. 


If you follow his good advice, 

You will soon be happy and wise. 
When at fault at his feet you bend; 
God from heaven blessings will send. 


Ziti 
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children with almost a childlike ease, they give insights 
both into the world of children as well as the way they 
perceive the adult world. 


The collection brings together a variety of writings by 
Bidutprabha starting from tales and narratives to lullabies, 
short poems, rhymes and lyrics. Tt gives one a glimpse of 
the rich and wide range of themes that the poet visualizes 
and presents in her effortless and easy style. 


Written in simple language and richly illustrated, this 


translation proves an enjoyable reading for both the young 
andthe old. 
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